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Susan Hiller
London
by FRANCES SPALDING
FOR MANY YEARS Susan Hiller (b.1940) has
been a ubiquitous presence within the art
world, yet until now familiarity with her
work has for the most part been accrued
piecemeal. A former Slade School of Art 
lecturer, she has filled professorships in Belfast
and Newcastle upon Tyne, ‘visiting’ positions
in California and been the recipient of three
major fellowships, including a DAAD Fel-
lowship in Berlin. Her exhibition history is
equally impressive: since 1973 there has been
only one year in which her work has not been
widely shown, in clusters of group or solo
exhibitions and events, in this country and
abroad. Such a prodigious career demands an
overview. Hiller, now in her seventy-first
year, is rewarded at Tate Britain, London
(to 15th May), not by a full retrospective, but
by a generous and representative selection of
work from four decades. It affirms her broad
appeal, her intelligent pursuit of rigorous
methods, her innovative strategies and imag -
inative empathy.1
Hiller came to the fore when Minimalism
and Conceptualism were challenging the
accepted content of art, at a heady time when
everything seemed possible. A reaction against
the materialist emphasis in art and its com-
modification led Victor Burgin to paste on 
to walls terse, typed instructions as to how to
create specific works or art, the actual process
of making remaining outside the conceptual
artefact. Hiller’s flight from the object was 
less radical, more resonant. She embarked on
‘Conceptual Painting’, which, like many of
her projects, continued over many years and at
first involved the cutting up of earlier paintings
into segments. In this way her abstract Big blue
(1973) became canvas pages bound into a
book, while other pictures formed Painting
blocks (Fig.65), the title being a literal descrip-
tion of the sewn together segments, now
stamped with the date and dimensions of the
original works. Both are on show at Tate
Britain. Nearby are examples from the contin-
uing ‘Relics’ project, begun 1972, in which
Hiller ritualistically burns a painting every
year, preserving its ashes in glass jars or test
tubes. In 1980 her deconstructive bent found
further outlet through the unravelling of can-
vases, thread by thread, until she could refash-
ion skeins of these threads into knotted,
looped or plaited forms which, threads still
dangling, hang on the wall. 
In 2004, at the time of an exhibition at
Baltic, Gateshead, an analysis by Rosemary
Betterton of Painting blocks so pleased Hiller
that she incorporated a quotation from it into
the poster advertising the burning of one of
her paintings at the Centre Pompidou, Paris.
Betterton’s crucial observation had been that
Hiller had returned painting ‘to something
nearer its performative functions in pre-Ren-
aissance and indigenous cultures, where it acts
as part of ritual, as a talisman or as a manual’.
Thus Hiller’s way out of what in the late 1960s
and early 1970s was deemed to be a capitalist
impasse, was to reassert the capacity of art to
act as a vehicle for collective memory. The
play with transmutation had left Hiller aware
that ‘identity is a collaboration’ and ‘the self is
multiple’.2 And from this it was a short step to
her abiding fascination with collaboration and
collective production.
The idea that identity is unfixed, mutable
and constructed, may be one reason why
Hiller’s work, far from seeming modish and
tied to period concerns, has grown in rele-
vance. Rough seas has retrospectively come to
be seen as a major work within the field of
1970s international Conceptualism. Working
with popular seaside postcards, the first of
which Hiller found in a confectioner’s in
Brighton in July 1972, she ordered these into
‘sets’, each of which has a tabulated chart, 
fastidiously and painstakingly identifying each
card according to place, caption, legend,
commentary, medium, format, colour, pres-
entation and type. The method of typing takes
us back to a bygone era, but the work as a
whole continues to fascinate. At Tate Britain,
the visitor is again enthralled by Hiller’s atten-
tion to the labour of anonymous artists as well
as the British fascination with bad weather.
Before the study of ‘visual culture’ became
voguish, Hiller displayed an unwavering
belief that behind the clichéd idea of rough
seas lay meaning, method and commitment
worthy of analysis. 
Although Hiller has apparently become
tired of critics alluding to her background in
anthropology and in descriptive linguistics,
there is no doubt that her fascination with lan-
guage, words, writing and voices, as well as
her ‘methodical methodological approach’,3
as she terms it, stems from this training. Many
of her projects use words. Enquiries/Inquiries
takes us through paired slides offering curious
facts culled from encyclopaedias, one British,
the other American, a pairing that may reflect
Hiller’s divided loyalties as an American living
in Britain. An outsider’s awareness recurs. It
seems to heighten her sympathies with the
strange and unusual, with the images of levi-
tation used in her Homage to Yves Klein, and,
in Witness (Fig.63), with the tales of UFO
sightings that emerge from a forest of micro-
phones in many languages. Such an awareness
63. Witness, by
Susan Hiller.
2000. Approx.
400 speakers,
10 audio
tracks, each of
50–60 record-
ings, wires and
lights, dimen-
sions variable.
(Courtesy of
the artist; exh.
Tate Britain,
London).
64. Entertain-
ment, by Susan
Hiller. 1990.
Four-channel
video instal -
lation with
sound, 25
mins. 59 
secs. (Tate,
London).
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perhaps also drew her to the set of plaques
which she found in a London park, their
moving inscriptions forming a Memorial to
heroic self-sacrifice, which became the starting
point for Hiller’s Monument. Memorialisation
also motivated her 67-minute film, The J.
Street Project, in which she charts assiduously
every street in Germany bearing the prefix
‘Juden’. The camera holds each setting, with-
out moving, for varying lengths of time, while
everyday life comes and goes, people, cars,
church bells and ambient noises adding to our
awareness of an absence which the lack of
commentary underlines.
This ability to work with a range of media
is another of Hiller’s strengths. Two of the
most memorable works in this show are those
that use large-scale, multi-part synchronised
video installations. They are also the most
frightening. Psi girls offers mesmerising film
clips, showing adolescent girls exercising tele-
kinetic feats. In Entertainment (Fig.64), four
screens abut opposing corners of a darkened
room and successfully immerse the viewer 
in the manic violence of a Punch and Judy
show. The screeching repetitions – ‘What a
pity!’ ‘That’s the way to do it!’ – the sudden
silences, periods of empty darkness, the flaring
figures, and the half-seen violence owing 
to the grainy film and imperfect focus, 
make churningly painful the reprise of cheery
fairground music. This, and the chance to see
again Hiller’s The Freud Museum, are the high
points in this well-paced, thoughtfully dis-
played, timely and stimulating exhibition. 
1 Catalogue: Susan Hiller. Edited by Ann Gallagher,
with contributions by Yve-Alain Bois, Guy Brett, Jörg
Heiser, Alexandra M. Kokoli and Jan Verwoert. 191 
pp. incl. 142 col. + 30 b. & w. ills. (Tate Publishing,
London, 2011), £24.99. ISBN 978–1–85437–888–0.
2 Ibid., p.41.
3 Susan Hiller, quoted from unpublished typewritten
notes on ‘Dedicated to the Unknown Artists’, on 
display in the Tate exhibition.
Rodchenko and his circle
London
by ANNE BLOOD
THE EXHIBITION Rodchenko and his circle. 
Constructing the Future Through Photography on
view at Art Sensus, London (to 16th April),
includes over two hundred photographs 
from the 1920s and 1930s by the Russian
Constructivist Alexander Rodchenko and his
contemporaries such as Naum S. Granovsky,
Simon Fridland, Max Alpert, Evgeni Khaldei,
Dimitri Debabov and Georgii Zelma.1 Drawn
entirely from the collection of the Tosca 
Photography Fund, the exhibition represents
about half of the total holdings acquired by
the Fund between 2007 and 2010, many of
which were bought directly from the artists’
families. The Fund, which is run by the 
former photography dealer Zelda Cheatle,
closed in October last year, and all the 
Russian photographs – including ones that are
not on display here – were for sale.2 While
these Russian works represent only a part of
the total holdings of the Tosca Photography
Fund, the entire collection, according to the
terms of the Fund, is due to be sold by the end
of November 2011. 
As the title suggests, Rodchenko is the most
prominent, and arguably the most prolific
photographer represented in the exhibition,
which includes a wide range of his works:
snapshots from the artist’s daily life com -
plement his more formal photographic exper-
iments and his work for large Soviet journals.
The exhibition begins with informal photo-
graphs of Rodchenko, his wife, Stepanova,
and his friends Vladamir Mayakovsky (cat.
no.4), Lilia Brik (Fig.67; no.7), Alexei Gan
(no.8) and other noted Russian artists and 
critics. While they provide a good image of
Rodchenko’s creative and intellectual circle in
the 1920s, they also mark an interesting return
of the human figure in the artist’s work fol-
lowing his gradual move into linear abstraction
and his notorious disavowal of painting in
1921 at the 5 x 5 = 25 exhibition in Moscow,
where he exhibited his three monochrome
canvases: one yellow, one red and one blue
entitled The last painting (1921). 
After these informal snapshots and por-
traits, the exhibition continues with loose
groupings of photographs by themes, largely
determined by subject-matter. Of particular
interest here is a wall devoted to images of the
photographer with his camera. While some of
the best-known images of the relationship
between man and the camera, or man and the
machine, in Russian art in the 1920s highlight
the camera’s supposed ability to alter or even
extend sight (such as Dziga Vertov’s literal
portrayal of the Kino-eye in the montage
sequence in Man with a movie camera (1929), in
which a human eye is superimposed onto 
the lens of a movie camera), here these often
playful portraits and self-portraits of photo -
graphers and their instrument present a more
nuanced picture. The common thread tying
all these images together is the type of camera
portrayed, the new small, portable Leica (or a
Russian version of the German brand). In an
age where every mobile phone contains a dig-
ital camera, it is easy to forget that photogra-
phy in the early 1900s was still a cumbersome
and lengthy process, requiring large apparatus
and heavy glass plates. In fact the first mass-
produced Leica was only introduced at the
Leipzig Spring Fair in 1925 and, as the first
compact camera, it dramatically changed the
way in which photographs could be taken by
allowing for a greater freedom of movement.
It is the joint dynamic of movement and dra-
matic angles, and in turn a belief that techno-
logical advances equate to human progress –
and for a burgeoning Communist state, polit-
ical acumen – that Georgii Zelma captures in
his self-portrait from 1934 (no.35), and one
which is playfully hinted at in a photograph of
Max Alpert dressed as a pilot or parachutist,
with goggles down, ready for flight, proudly
holding his Leica (Fig.68; no.36).
However, the highlight of the exhibition 
is the large collection of small photographs 
of architectural maquettes made by the stu-
dents at VKhUTEMAS (Higher State Artistic
and Technical Workshops) in the 1920s.
VKhUTEMAS was established in Moscow in
1920 as a part of the Bolshevik government’s
restructuring of arts education, and reflected
the avant-garde conviction that artists should
abolish the distinction between the pure and
the applied arts and focus on designing useful
objects. A central part of VKhUTEMAS was
its architecture school, whose staff included
Moisei Ginzburg, Ilia Golosov, Konstantin
Melnikov and Nikolai Ladovsky, and the
majority of the photographs are of maquettes
from Ladovsky’s class (Fig.66; no.119). As
maquettes are rapidly constructed, often from
65. One of the series Painting blocks, by Susan Hiller.
1970–84. Canvas, dimensions variable. (Courtesy of
the artist; exh. Tate Britain, London).
66. Design for the Palace of Congress, by
VKhUTEMAS workshops. 1923. Vintage gelatin 
silver print, 19 by 12.7 cm. (Courtesy of the Tosca
Photography Fund; exh. Art Sensus, London).
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